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B o d i e s ,  B o a t s ,  a n d  B a t h i n g  
T
h i s  i s  m y  b o d y  i n  t h e  b a t h w a t e r .  T h e  w a t e r  i t  d i s p l a c e s  i s  e q u a l  t o  t h e  
v o l u m e  o f  m y  b o d y .  T h i s  i s  s i m p l e  i f  c o n t i n u a l l y  i m p r e s s i v e  p h y s i c s .  
C a l l  t h i s  b o d y  a  f l o a t e r ,  a  b o b b e r ,  s t r i p e d  o n  a n d  f l u s h  w i t h  t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  
l a k e .  E v e n  w h i l e  i n  t h e  b a t h ,  i n  m y  m i n d  I  a m  a l w a y s  i n  t h e  l a k e ,  t h a t  b i g  
f l a t ,  t h a t  m a s s i v e  f r e s h w a t e r  b o d y .  T h e  l a k e  a l w a y s  c o v e r s  u p  w h a t  i t  i s  w e  
w a n t  t o  h i d e - o l d  a p p l i a n c e s ,  w r e c k e d  c a r s ,  s u n k e n  s n o w m o b i l e s .  B o d i e s  
a s  w e  s e e  o n  t h e  s h o r e  i n  T w i n  P e a k s  o r  i n  t h e  r i v e r  o r  t h e  h a r b o r  i n  o n e  
o f  m a n y  L a w  &  O r d e r s ,  a l w a y s  f l o a t i n g  i n  o r  c o m i n g  u p  f r o m  s o m e w h e r e .  
A n  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  f o r e n s i c  s c i e n t i s t s  t o  p e r f o r m  t h e i r  s e x y  s c i e n c e .  
I  m i g h t  b e  o b s e s s e d  w i t h  b a t h i n g ,  o r  i f  n o t  b a t h i n g  e x a c t l y ,  t h e n  t h e  
c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  b a t h ,  o f  a  b o d y  s u s p e n d e d  ( o r  m o s t l y  s u s p e n d e d )  i n  l i q u i d ,  
p r e f e r a b l y  h o t  a n d  s c e n t e d .  T h i s  m i g h t  h a v e  s o m e t h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  w e i g h t :  
a s  y o u  k n o w ,  y o u  s e e m  t o  w e i g h  l e s s  u n d e r w a t e r .  M y  b r o t h e r  a n d  I ,  w h e n  
w e  w e r e  k i d s ,  w o u l d  s t a y  i n  o n e  o f  s e v e r a l  f a v o r i t e  B e s t  W e s t e r n s  w h e n  
w e  t r a v e l e d  b e t w e e n  o u r  M i d w e s t  ( U p p e r  M i c h i g a n )  a n d  m y  m o t h e r ' s  
f a m i l y ' s  M i d w e s t  ( N o r t h w e s t e r n  M i n n e s o t a  a n d  e a s t e r n  N o r t h  D a k o t a ) .  
A t  l e a s t  o n c e  a  y e a r  o u r  f a m i l y  w o u l d  m a k e  t h e  d r i v e ,  s t o p p i n g  m o s t l y  
i n  D u l u t h ,  M i n n e s o t a ,  o r  i t s  t w i n  c i t y ,  S u p e r i o r ,  W i s c o n s i n - b o t h  o l d  
m i n i n g  t o w n s ,  b u i l t  a r o u n d  t h e  i d e a s  o f  t u n n e l i n g  a n d  e x c a v a t i o n ,  j u s t  o n  
t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  I r o n  R a n g e .  
T h u s ,  m y  b r o t h e r  a n d  I  w o u l d  m o s t l y  w a n t  t h e  s w i m m i n g  p o o l s ,  a n d  
p r e f e r a b l y  ( f o r  m e )  h o t  t u b s .  W e  w o u l d  p r a c t i c e  o u r  p o o r - a n d - a l w a y s -
f r o m - T V  k a r a t e  u n d e r w a t e r ,  w h i c h  s l o w e d  t h i n g s  d o w n  ( d r u g g e d  o r  
d r o w s y  C h u c k  N o r r i s e s )  s o  w e  c o u l d  s t a g e  a  b a t t l e .  I t  w a s  e a s y  t o  f l i p  
h i m ,  s i n c e  h e  w a s  y o u n g e r  a n d  s m a l l e r .  A n d  u n d e r w a t e r ,  t h e  b o d y  i s  m o r e  
b u o y a n t .  I t  h a s  t o  d o  w i t h  t h e  f l o a t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  b o d y .  T h e  a i r  t r a p p e d  i n  
t h e  l u n g s .  A l l  t h o s e  c a p i l l a r i e s ,  c a v e r n s ,  i n n F r  s p a c e s .  
N o t  a l l  p e o p l e  c a n  f l o a t ,  j u d g i n g  f r o m  ~veral f r i e n d s  I ' v e  h a d  w h o  
c l a i m e d  n o t  t o  b e  a b l e  t o ,  o n  t h e i r  b a c k s  o r  ) n  t h e i r  s t o m a c h s ,  a  l a  d e a d  
m a n ' s  f l o a t .  I  h a v e  a l w a y s  l o v e d  f l o a t i n g .  T " 1 i s  i s  p e r h a p s  d u e  t o  g r o w -
i n g  u p  a r o u n d  a n d  i n  t h e  w a t e r - w h e t h e r  i n  M i n n e s o t a ,  t h e  l a n d  o f  s o  
m a n y  m i n o r  l a k e s ,  o r  i n  M i c h i g a n ,  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  t h e  b i g  o n e s :  S u p e r i o r ,  
M i c h i g a n ,  E r i e .  
W e i g h t  i s  a  c o n c e r n .  N o t  l i k e  i t  i s  f o r  b u l i m i c s  o r  a n o r e x i c s ,  b u t  i t ' s  
a l w a y s  b e e n  w i t h  m e .  B o t h  t h e  p h y s i c a l  i d e a  o f  i t  ( w e i g h t  a s  a p p a r e n t  t o  
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so 
us, as mass times acceleration due to gravity) and the life of it-a continual 
concern for a massive number of Americans. I don't mean this in a stupid 
way, i.e. poor me, media models of the body, and your mama so fat etc., but 
just as a concern I carry with me (think more Tim O'Brien, think more 
of me when I was ten and husky-the term makers of clothes for fat kids 
prefer-rounding the bases for what should have been an inside-the-park 
home run, but only making it to third and wheezing). Maybe this is more 
the slowness than the weight, but one connotes the other, as we know. This 
at least in the presence of gravity and air resistance. In a vacuum, whether 
fat or thin, we'd all wheel equally through the emptiness. 
Back to the bath. I can count on both hands the number of showers 
I have taken in the last two years. Possibly on one hand, not including 
showers at the gym or while traveling (the quality of hotel bathtubs varies 
greatly, and this must be taken into consideration when booking rooms, 
though the potential of the public hot tub or, better, Jacuzzi suite, can 
make up for it). I just like the bath: the suspension & the heat. When I 
was eight or nine, I would sit inside the bathroom at our farmhouse in 
front of the heat fan for hours, just letting it blow on my back. It was cold 
outside, seemingly all the time, and this was my tiny rendition of Spring, 
my own personal Arizona. 
In the last few years, I've become a homeowner for the first time, which 
is no small excitement or difficulty. The bath was a make-or-break point 
on several of the houses my wife and I looked at. Of course I wanted one 
of those claw-foot standalone tubs, or else a modern jetted tub, if not a 
stand-alone Jacuzzi (Jacuzzi is of course a brand, which gets its name from 
the seven Jacuzzi brothers, who came from Italy to the United States in 
the early 1900s, eventually creating jetted baths for hydrotherapy-so 
technically jacuzzi is an eponym if you're interested in the linguistics), 
though my wife felt that those did not connote the classy life. We turned 
down several lovely houses that had too-small or too-sad tubs, and the 
house we ended up with is something of a compromise, but the bathtub 
is quite good.The hot water heater fills it well, time after time, not having 
to stop to refresh itself. 
My love for the bath is part of me: its essential slowness, if not its tech-
nology and terminology (all the aromatics-mineral salts, bath salts, bath 
balms, rinses, body washes, loofahs, exfoliating scrubs-the province of 
The Body Shops that infest the malls that punctuate the suburbs all across 
this land, and the occasional visits to Lush, Sephora, those more bourgeois 
shops) has invaded my life. I otherwise tend towards busy-ness (if not to 
say business, the realm of those with their MBAs and the perpetual desire 
for speed and cash, the better life, entertainment and constant upward 
mobility), and the bath allows a minor respite. I also love the lightness of 
the body in the water (so near to weightlessness-that Space Age child-
hood dream, especially J 
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· f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e ,  w h i c h  
a  m a k e - o r - b r e a k  p o i n t  
O f  c o u r s e  I  w a n t e d  o n e  
d e r n  j e t t e d  t u b ,  i f  n o t  a  
r h i c h  g e t s  i t s  n a m e  f r o m  
t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i n  
s  f o r  h y d r o t h e r a p y - s o  
s t e d  i n  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c s ) ,  
1 e  c l a s s y  l i f e .  W e  t u r n e d  
' r  t o o - s a d  t u b s ,  a n d  t h e  
r o m i s e ,  b u t  t h e  b a t h t u b  
1 e  a f t e r  t i m e ,  n o t  h a v i n g  
s l o w n e s s ,  i f  n o t  i t s  t e c h -
: r a l  s a l t s ,  b a t h  s a l t s ,  b a t h  
c r u b s - t h e  p r o v i n c e  o f  
L t e  t h e  s u b u r b s  a l l  a c r o s s  
· a ,  t h o s e  m o r e  b o u r g e o i s  
L r d s  b u s y - n e s s  ( i f  n o t  t o  
m d  t h e  p e r p e t u a l  d e s i r e  
1 t  a n d  c o n s t a n t  u p w a r d  
l s o  l o v e  t h e  l i g h t n e s s  o f  
- t h a t  S p a c e  A g e  c h i l d -
h o o d  d r e a m ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  u s  o n c e - h u s k y  k i d d i e s ,  b o u n d  f o r e v e r  f o r  B i g  
&  T a l l  c a t a l o g s ;  p e r h a p s  t h e  f a t  h a v e  a l w a y s  l o v e d  t h e i r  b a t h s ,  a  t h e o r y  I  
h a v e  n o t  e x p l o r e d  a t  a l l  b u t  s e t  d o w n  h e r e  a s  a  s o r t  o f  r a n d o m  s a l v o  a g a i n s t  
t h e  v a c u u m ,  t h e  m a r g i n ,  t h e  d e a t h  o f  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  p a g e )  a n d  t h e  w a t e r  i t  
d i s p l a c e s .  A g a i n ,  t h a t  s i m p l e  p h y s i c s ,  t h a t  t r a d e - o f f ,  t h a t  m o t i o n .  
R e a l l y ,  a t  l e a s t  p a r t  o f  t h e  l o v e l i n e s s  i s  i n  t h e  p r o p e r t i e s  o f  w a t e r  i t s e l £  
I f  I  h a d  g o n e  t h e  e n g i n e e r i n g  r o u t e  i n  s c h o o l ,  I  w o u l d  p r o b a b l y  h a v e  
b e e n  v e r y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  f l u i d  m e c h a n i c s ,  f l o w  c o n t r o l ,  a n d  a l l  t h e  s e r i o u s  
c a l c u l u s  t h a t  i t  e n t a i l s - t h e  m a t h e m a t i c s  o f  t h a t  s o r t  o f  p h y s i c s  h a s  a l w a y s  
i n t e r e s t e d  m e  ( e v e n  i f  i t  i s  a l w a y s  j u s t  b e y o n d  m y  g r a s p ) ,  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  
p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  o f  w a t e r ,  t h e  c o m p l e x i t y  o f  s u c h  a  s e e m i n g l y  s i m p l e  a n d  b a s i c  
s u b s t a n c e .  D r i n k  e i g h t  c u p s  a  d a y  f o r  h e a l t h ,  m y  w i f e  t e l l s  m e .  I  t r y  t o  d o  
t h i s .  I  t r y  t h i s  a n d  I  f a i l :  d r i n k i n g  p l a i n  w a t e r ' s  d u l l .  G i v e  m e  c a r b o n a t i o n .  
G i v e  m e  f l a v o r ,  c a f f e i n e ,  c h e m i c a l  a d d i t i o n s .  
I  c a n  n a m e  m a n y  i n s t a n c e s  o f  m y  l i f e  i n v o l v i n g  w a t e r ,  a s  I ' m  s u r e  m o s t  
p e o p l e  c a n .  T h e  s l i p - a n d - s l i d e .  R u n n i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  s p r i n k l e r .  C a r w a s h e s .  
D a y s  d o w n  a t  t h e  b e a c h  ( w h e t h e r  f o n d l y  r e m e m b e r e d  f o r  t h e  s a n d  a n d  
t h e  s h e l l s  a n d  t h e  h e a t ,  o r  p o o r l y ,  f o r  t h e  m a s s i v e  s u n b u r n  a n d  p h y s i c a l  
a w k w a r d n e s s  i n  y o u r  s u i t  a m o n g  a l l  t h e  b e a u t i f u l  p e o p l e ) .  W a t e r  p a r k s  ( i n  
t h e  M i d w e s t ,  t h i s  m o s t l y  m e a n s  t h e  W i s c o n s i n  D e l l s ) .  W a t e r  b a l l o o n s .  
S q u i r t  g u n s .  J e t s k i s ,  w a t e r s k i s ,  p i l o t i n g  c i g a r e t t e  b o a t s  a t  h i g h  v e l o c i t i e s  
i n  m y  M i a m i  V i c e  d r e a m s .  P l a y i n g  i n  t h e  v i a d u c t s  u n d e r n e a t h  H i g h w a y  
4 1  i n  a l l  t h e  r u n o f f  t h a t  l e a d s  d o w n  t o  t h e  s e m i - p o i s o n e d  l a k e  ( a l l  t h e  
l e f t o v e r s  f r o m  a  c e n t u r y  o f  p r o c e s s i n g  i r o n  o r e  d u m p e d  i n t o  t h e  w a t e r ) .  
R u n n i n g  h a r d  i n t o  t h e  f a c t  o f  t h e  r a i n .  
T h i s  f l u i d  i s  a  f a c t  o f l i f e  o n  t h i s  p l a n e t . l t  i s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  e n a b l e r - a m i n o  
a c i d  b l a h  b l a h  c a t a l y s t  f o r  l i f e .  B u t  l o o k  a t  t h e  l o v e l i n e s s  o f  i t s  f o r m  w h e n  
f r o z e n  i n  c u b e s ,  b l o c k s ,  i c i c l e s ,  g l a c i e r s  e v e n  a s  t h e y  s c o u r e d ,  l e f t  e s k e r s  
i n ,  t h e  e a r t h .  O r  c o n s i d e r  i t  a s  s t e a m - a g a i n  i n  m o t i o n - w h e t h e r  c o m i n g  
o f f  t h e  s a u n a  s t o n e s  ( t h e  F i n n i s h  w o r d  f o r  t h i s  i s  l o y l y ,  s t e a m  t h a t  c o m e s  
f r o m  s t o n e s )  o r  o f f  t h e  b o d y .  O r  t h e  s i g h t  o f  e x h a l e d  b r e a t h  f r e s h  f r o m  
i n s i d e  w h e n  i n t r o d u c e d  i n t o  w i n t e r .  T h e  f o r m  o f i t - s o  f l e x i b l e .  P o w e r f u l .  
A n  u l t i m a t e  f o r m l e s s n e s s - i t  t a k e s  o n  b o r r o w e d  s h a p e s . l t  f i l l s  u p  b a s i n s ,  
p i t c h e r s ,  p o o l s  a n d  w a t e r  t o w e r s ,  e v e r y t h i n g .  B u r i e s  i t .  W a t e r  a s  b o t h  
( r e ) b i r t h i n g  a n d  s c o u r g e  o f  t h e  e a r t h  ( s e e  a l s o  f l o o d i n g ,  s e e  N o a h ,  s e e  a l l  
m a n n e r  o f  c r e a t i o n  s t o r i e s  i n  w o r l d  r e l i g i o n  .  
O f  c o u r s e  w a t e r - o r  i t s  l a c k  t h e r e o f - F  l a y s  a  m a j o r  p a r t  i n  h u m a n  
d e v e l o p m e n t .  S e e  R o m a n  a q u e d u c t s .  S e e  a l s o  a c i d  r a i n .  S e e  L a s  V e g a s  a n d  
i t s  p r e p o s t e r o u s  e c o n o m y .  S e e  a l s o  w a t e r  s h o r t a g e s  i n  C a l i f o r n i a .  S e e  c r a c k -
p o t  s c h e m e s  t o  t o w  a n  i c e b e r g  d o w n  f r o m  G r e e n l a n d  t o  u s e  f o r  w a t e r .  
S e e  c o n c e r n  i n  t h e  G r e a t  L a k e s  s t a t e s  a b o u t  s e l l i n g  o f f  t o o  m u c h  o f  t h e i r  
w a t e r  t o  t h e  a r i d  W e s t .  S e e  a l s o  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  c o r p o r a t i z a t i o n  o f  m o d e r n  
a g r i c u l t u r e  a n d  i t s  n e e d  f o r  e v e r  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  w a t e r .  
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The other excellence about the bath is the plunge into it, the pleasures 
of the first immersion. I use this language when I think about how good 
literature acts on me (literature as a force that acts on the body). The plea-
sure of moving from the sauna (see also water in vapor form) to the icy lake 
(or to the snowbank, see solid water) if you are serious about extremity of 
sensation, as the Scandinavians are. 
But this isn't Qust) an essay about water. Any essay about water must be 
an essay about form. My obsession with it (form, and also water). I know 
there is a connection here: solid displaces liquid, form displaces form. I 
am trying to push this into an essay about form and formlessness, about 
both container and contained. Does language have a form, and what is its 
container? Is this only marks on white? Is this only displaced, vibrating air 
on its way to your ear? I am using my hands to mold it as we move further 
in. Think meander, the natural way that rivers avoid flowing straight (they'd 
rather swing back and forth, nearly parabolic, in the shape of snake trails 
across the sand-and there is important science that can be deployed to 
support this claim if necessary). 
a 
The heaviest physical form in my house (I know this as a result of recently 
having moved, the experience that a friend calls "continually humiliating" 
in the appraisal of all one's possessions, their uselessness and wonder, and 
finally, their sheer mass and volume. A fourteen foot truck? Or should 
we go seventeen? Or twenty-four? Or give it all up to one of the moving 
companies, and abdicate our responsibility in every way for relocating the 
detritus of our lives?) is an old school library card catalog, formerly from 
Western Michigan University's library (so says the plate that adorns it 
like a brand).lt is physically imposing. I estimate that it weighs between 
four- and five-hundred pounds. It is a mass. A beast. A wall. A monolith. 
My wife and I bought the beast at Salvation Army (she being an ex-and-
maybe-future-reference librarian, it seemed an obvious choice for our 
decor) and hauled it home. Most libraries, as you know if you've been 
into one in the last ten years, no longer use them, having gone instead to 
electronic catalogs, which are in fact more useful. Qyicker. Easier. Less 
expensive to maintain (I'm not sure of this exactly, but one can imagine, 
and the electronic catalog is indeed more elegant and quick). Even if you 
lose the peripheral vision that the card catalog gave you (the pleasure and 
sometimes utility of nextness, of finding the book before or after the list-
ing of the one you were looking for, the arbitrary wonders of alphabetical 
order and juxtaposition), it's certainly more convenient being able to do 
things from afar, and simultaneously with hundreds of others, if necessary. 
Maintenance is much t 
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1 g e  i n t o  i t ,  t h e  p l e a s u r e s  
[  t h i n k  a b o u t  h o w  g o o d  
o n  t h e  b o d y ) .  T h e  p l e a -
p a r  f o r m )  t o  t h e  i c y  l a k e  
· i o u s  a b o u t  e x t r e m i t y  o f  
s a y  a b o u t  w a t e r  m u s t  b e  
a n d  a l s o  w a t e r ) .  I  k n o w  
,  f o r m  d i s p l a c e s  f o r m .  I  
m d  f o r m l e s s n e s s ,  a b o u t  
e  a  f o r m ,  a n d  w h a t  i s  i t s  
r  d i s p l a c e d ,  v i b r a t i n g  a i r  
· l d  i t  a s  w e  m o v e  f u r t h e r  
f l o w i n g  s t r a i g h t  ( t h e y ' d  
: h e  s h a p e  o f  s n a k e  t r a i l s  
t h a t  c a n  b e  d e p l o y e d  t o  
1 i s  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  r e c e n t l y  
: o n t i n u a l l y  h u m i l i a t i n g "  
: s s n e s s  a n d  w o n d e r ,  a n d  
f o o t  t r u c k ?  O r  s h o u l d  
t p  t o  o n e  o f  t h e  m o v i n g  
y  w a y  f o r  r e l o c a t i n g  t h e  
.  c a t a l o g ,  f o r m e r l y  f r o m  
: h e  p l a t e  t h a t  a d o r n s  i t  
t h a t  i t  w e i g h s  b e t w e e n  
a s t .  A  w a l l .  A  m o n o l i t h .  
y  ( s h e  b e i n g  a n  e x - a n d -
o b v i o u s  c h o i c e  f o r  o u r  
m  k n o w  i f  y o u ' v e  b e e n  
h a v i n g  g o n e  i n s t e a d  t o  
1 .  Q y i c k e r .  E a s i e r .  L e s s  
y ,  b u t  o n e  c a n  i m a g i n e ,  
a n d  q u i c k ) .  E v e n  i f  y o u  
r e  y o u  ( t h e  p l e a s u r e  a n d  
b e f o r e  o r  a f t e r  t h e  l i s t -
w o n d e r s  o f  a l p h a b e t i c a l  
e n i e n t  b e i n g  a b l e  t o  d o  
l s  o f  o t h e r s ,  i f  n e c e s s a r y .  
M a i n t e n a n c e  i s  m u c h  e a s i e r ,  a n d  I ' d  i m a g i n e  t h e s e  a r e  m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  
s a b o t a g e  ( I  k n e w  a  g u y  w h o ' d  r i p  o u t  t h e  c a r d  f o r  t h e  b o o k  h e  w a n t e d - f u c k  
t h e  s c r a p  o f  c u t - u p  p a p e r  a n d  t h e  t i n y  p e n c i l  s t u b ) .  
S t i l l ,  t h e  b e h e m o t h  i s  c a p a b l e  o f  c r u s h i n g  m e  ( I  t h i n k  o f  t h e  w a r n -
i n g s  a g a i n s t  t i p p i n g  v e n d i n g  m a c h i n e s ) .  W h a t  a r e  w e  u s i n g  i t  f o r ?  T h i s  
i s  w h a t  m y  t h r e e  c o l l e a g u e s  w h o  h e l p e d  u s  ( b a r e l y )  m o v e  i t  a s k e d .  N o t  
s u r e  y e t ,  w e  a n s w e r e d .  T h i s  i s  w h a t  e v e r y o n e  w a n t s  t o  k n o w  a b o u t  i t .  W e  
j u s t  w a n t e d  i t .  H o w  c o u l d  y o u  n o t ?  I t  s e r v e d  l i b r a r i e s  s o  w e l l  f o r  s o  l o n g  
( a  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  i n v e n t i o n ,  w i t h  i t s  r o o t s  i n  t h e  1 7 9 1  F r e n c h  C a t a -
l o g u i n g  C o d e ,  i t  i s  s u d d e n l y  a  r e l i c ) ,  i t  s e e m e d  a n  e s s e n t i a l  i t e m  t o  h a v e .  
T e c h n i c a l l y ,  w e  o n l y  o w n  o n e  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  c a t a l o g - a  g o o d  c h u n k  o f  
t h e  P s  t h r o u g h  Q  R ,  a n d  m o s t  o f  t h e  S s ,  e x c e p t i n g  t h e  t a i l  e n d .  W h i c h  
i s  p r o b a b l y  e n o u g h  t o  g i v e  a  s a m p l i n g  o f  t h e  r i g i d  a l p h a b e t i c a l  o r d e r ,  i t s  
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e ,  w i t h o u t  o v e r w h e l m i n g .  I t  r u n s  f r o m  P a r t i s a n  
t h r o u g h  S o c i a l  S c i e n c e ,  s t o p p i n g  o f f  a t  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p l a c e s  ( b o t h  s t r a n g e  
a n d  a r b i t r a r y - a  s o r t  o f  w e i r d  l i t t l e  p a s s i o n  p l a y )  o n  t h e  w a y :  P e r s o n a l i t y ,  
P l a y ,  P l o t ,  P o e s i e s ,  P o e t r y  i f ,  P o p u l a t i o n  M ,  P o s t w a r ,  P o w e r  i f ,  P r a c t i c a l  0 ,  
P r a y ,  P r e h i s t o r i c ,  P r i m a c y ,  P r i n c i p a l ,  P r i n c i p l e s  i f ! ,  P r i o r ,  P r o b a b i l i t y ,  P r o b -
l e m s ,  P r o c e e d i n g s  i f ,  P r o c e s s ,  P r o g r a m ,  P r o p a g a n d a ,  P r o v i d e n c e ,  P s y c h o p a t h ,  
P u b l i c  I ,  Q u a r  ( a  g o o d  S c r a b b l e  w o r d ,  o n e  t h i n k s ) ,  R a f t ,  R a n d o l p h - t h i s  
i s  t h e  k i n d  o f  e x c e l l e n t  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  t h a t  a l p h a b e t i c a l  o r d e r  o f f e r s  u p  t o  
u s ,  R a t i o n a l ,  R e a d e r s ,  R e a d i n g s  i n ,  R e c h e r c h e ,  R e d  R ,  R e f l e c t i v e ,  R e l i q u e ,  
R e s o u r c e s ,  R o y a l ,  R u s s i a n ,  R u s s i a n s ,  S a d t l e r ,  S a i n t s ,  S a m m l u n g ,  S a n e ,  S a v a g e ,  
S c h e d u l e ,  S c h r i f t e n ,  S c i e n t i f i c ,  S c o t t i s h ,  S e a r c h ,  S e c o n d  H a n d ,  S e c r e t s - p e r h a p s  
m y  f a v o r i t e  d r a w e r  o f  t h e m  a l l  ( s u c h  g r e a t  p o t e n t i a l  h e r e ) ,  S e r i e s - t h e  s e l f -
r e f e r e n t i a l i t y  o f  t h i s  o n e  m a k e s  f o r  m u c h  p l e a s u r e ,  S h a h ,  S h a k i n g ,  S h e r i f f ,  
S k e t c h e s ,  S o ,  S o c i a l  C l a s s ,  a n d  S o c i a l  L i f e .  
T h i s  i s  w h a t  I  l o v e  a b o u t  i t  m o s t :  t h e  a r b i t r a r i n e s s ,  t h e  s t r o n g  p r e s e n c e  
o f  t h e  f o r m ,  t h i s  f o r c e  o f  j u x t a p o s i t i o n ,  p r o d u c e s  a  s o r t  o f  p o e t r y  o u t  o f  t h e  
a l p h a b e t i c a l  e t h e r .  E m p t y ,  i t  e x u d e s  a  s e n s e  o f  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  o f  f i e r y  p o t e n t i a l .  
I f  n o t  f o r  s t o r a g e ,  t h e n  f o r  i m p o s i n g  o r d e r  o n  o u r  o t h e r w i s e  d i s o r g a n i z e d  
h o u s e ,  o u r  o t h e r w i s e  d i s o r g a n i z e d  l i v e s .  I t  i s  a  r e m i n d e r  o f  a n o t h e r ,  m u c h  
m o r e  r i g i d ,  t i m e .  
T h e  b o d y  ( o d d  t o  c a l l  i t  a  b o d y ;  a  b o d y  o f  k n o w l e d g e ?  a  v e s s e l ? ) - a s i d e  
f r o m  i t s  w e i g h t - i s  r i g i d  a n d  v e r y  h e a v y .  O a k  o r  s o m e t h i n g .  W h a t  i t  c o n -
t a i n s - t h e  o r d e r - i s  a l s o  r i g i d  ( t h o u g h  d i f f e r e n t  l a n g u a g e s  a n d  l o c a l i t i e s  
h a v e  m i n o r  v a r i a t i o n s ,  a l p h a b e t i c a l  o r d e r  i s  p r e t t y  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d ,  a t  l e a s t  
o n  t h e  f a c e  o f  i t ) .  I t s  s t r i c t n e s s  c r e a t e s  a  s e n s e  o f  c o m f o r t ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  m e ,  
t h a t  I  k n o w  w h e r e  e v e r y t h i n g  w i l l  f a l l ,  w h e r e  i t  c a n  b e  f o u n d .  I t  p r o v i d e s  
a  w a l l ,  a  b o x ,  a  s h a d o w  t o  p u s h  a g a i n s t .  
I t  c o n t a i n s ,  i t  h a s  c o m p a r t m e n t s - i t  f o r c e s  y o u  t o  c l a s s i f Y ,  t o  f i l e  a w a y  
b y  a r b i t r a r y  o r d e r .  T h e  o r d e r  i s  i m p o r t a n t ,  b e c a u s e  o n l y  t h r o u g h  o r d e r  d o e s  
i t - t h e  m o n o l i t h  o f  t h e  c a t a l o g ,  o f l a n g u a g e  i t s e l f - a c h i e v e  a  u s e f u l n e s s .  
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Order, structure, makes it mean. The alphabet and the rules of syntax 
are perfect by definition; they are axiomatic. They are important. They're 
what the writer has to guide her, a grain, a current, she should-she has 
to-work within and against. 
In fact, though, alphabetical order isn't always as obvious as we think-
for instance, in phone books, do we alphabetize A -1 Roofing before all 
the other As (thinking the 1 as a digit and hence preceding the letters) or 
as A-one (thus placing it under "o"within the As)? (The British Standard 
of Indexing rule is to spell them out.) But what do we do with 100 Best 
Stories? It seems more logical to file it under h for hundred than o for one. 
Do we alphabetize St. Germain as "S-T" or "Saint," its logical expansion? 
And what about international names/languages? According to an essay, 
''Alphabetical Arrangement" by G. Norman Knight (published in the book 
he edited, Training in Indexing, MIT Press, 1969): "It is not absolutely 
essential for an index to be arranged alphabetically. For instance, in a list 
of tools in use in a given factory, it may be more convenient to have them 
arranged, not by a description of each tool, but numerically according to 
the tools' factory numbers .. .it is possible, even in an alphabetical index, 
to have some parts arranged nonalphabetically." 
This is on the surface counterintuitive, but if the goal of the index, of 
the card catalog, is utility, then we should break whatever rules we need to 
make the thing more useful (without losing the comfort of the structure 
and its general rules, its methods and its ways of meaning). 
Back to our story. My lovely card catalog's alphabetical order isn't as 
obvious as I thought, either. When we bought it, we had to remove the 
drawers in order to move it-again, barely; don't forget the physicality, 
the sheer impression of the form-and I finally got around to alphabet-
izing the drawers (after some debate whether to keep the headings on the 
drawers at all or use them for something else entirely). I got it done at last, 
left to right, top to bottom: 
A B C D 
E F G H etc. 
as one would expect. As we (Westerners) write, as the page moves us. 
Certainly not boustrophedon (as ancient Greeks, like plows moving back-
and-forth across a field: 
A B c D 
H G F E 
I J K L etc.) and not right-
to-left as in Arabic. On completion, though, my reference librarian told 
me that card catalogs are always ordered top-to-bottom, left-to-right: 
A 
B 
c 
M 
N 
0 
of ergonomic consider; 
hence it's more logical ' 
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a n d  t h e  r u l e s  o f  s y n t a x  
: y a r e  i m p o r t a n t .  T h e y ' r e  
: n t ,  s h e  s h o u l d - s h e  h a s  
a s  o b v i o u s  a s  w e  t h i n k -
~ A  - 1  R o o f i n g  b e f o r e  a l l  
p r e c e d i n g  t h e  l e t t e r s )  o r  
) ?  ( T h e  B r i t i s h  S t a n d a r d  
d o  w e  d o  w i t h  1 0 0  B e s t  
r  h u n d r e d  t h a n  o  f o r  o n e .  
1 t , "  i t s  l o g i c a l  e x p a n s i o n ?  
?  A c c o r d i n g  t o  a n  e s s a y ,  
1 t  ( p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  b o o k  
• 9 ) :  " I t  i s  n o t  a b s o l u t e l y  
U y .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  i n  a  l i s t  
: o n v e n i e n t  t o  h a v e  t h e m  
u m e r i c a l l y  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
l l  a n  a l p h a b e t i c a l  i n d e x ,  
t h e  g o a l  o f  t h e  i n d e x ,  o f  
h a t e v e r  r u l e s  w e  n e e d  t o  
: o m f o r t  o f  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  
m e a n i n g ) .  
p h a b e t i c a l  o r d e r  i s n ' t  a s  
,  w e  h a d  t o  r e m o v e  t h e  
t  f o r g e t  t h e  p h y s i c a l i t y ,  
~ot a r o u n d  t o  a l p h a b e t -
e e p  t h e  h e a d i n g s  o n  t h e  
d y ) .  I  g o t  i t  d o n e  a t  l a s t ,  
e t c .  
a s  t h e  p a g e  m o v e s  u s .  
k e  p l o w s  m o v i n g  b a c k -
e t c . )  a n d  n o t  r i g h t -
r e f e r e n c e  l i b r a r i a n  t o l d  
a t t o r n ,  l e f t - t o - r i g h t :  
A  
B  
c  
D  
E  
F  
G  
H  
I  
J  
K  
L  
M  P  S  V  
N  Q  T  W  
d i v i d e r  ( o n  w h i c h  o n e  
m i g h t  r e s t  o n e ' s  h a n d s  
w h i l e  c o p y i n g  d o w n  a  
c a l l  n u m b e r )  
0  R  U  X  e t c .  T h i s  i s  b e c a u s e  
o f  e r g o n o m i c  c o n s i d e r a t i o n :  i n d e x  c a r d s  a r e  w i d e r  t h a n  t h e y  a r e  t a l l ,  
h e n c e  i t ' s  m o r e  l o g i c a l  ( i t ' s  b e t t e r  d e s i g n )  t o - r e f e r r i n g  t o  m y  d i a g r a m  
a b o v e - p u l l  o u t  t w o  c o n s e c u t i v e  d r a w e r s ,  C  a n d  D ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  w h e n  
t h e y  a r e  r e a s o n a b l y  c l o s e  t o g e t h e r  ( a r m - l e n g t h ) ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  p u l l i n g  o u t  
D  a n d  E  i n  m y  i n i t i a l  d i a g r a m ,  m u c h  f a r t h e r  a p a r t ) .  O f  c o u r s e  b o u s t r o -
p h e d o n  w o u l d  h a v e  w o r k e d  w e l l  h e r e  t o o ,  b u t  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  e v e n  m o r e  
c o n f u s i n g  t o  t h e  m a s s e s  u n f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  s u b t l e t i e s  o f  a n c i e n t  G r e e k .  
T h i s  w a s  s t r a n g e  t o  m e ,  n o t  o n l y  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  v i o l a t i o n  o f  t h e  n e a r -
u n i v e r s a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  W e s t e r n  p a g e ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  I  d i d n ' t  r e m e m b e r  
t h i s  c a r d  c a t a l o g  o r g a n i z a t i o n  m e t h o d  a t  a l l .  I  h a v e  u s e d  m a n y  i n  m y  l i f e ,  
b e f o r e  t h e y  w e r e  r e n d e r e d  o b s o l e t e ,  b u t  y o u ' d  t h i n k  t h e  f o r m ,  i t s  s i m p l e  
r u l e s ,  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  i m p r i n t e d  i n  m e  m o r e  e f f e c t i v e l y  o r  p e r m a n e n t l y .  
A n d  i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  i t ' s  o d d  t o  f i n d  m y s e l f  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  a  t e c h n o l o g y  o f  
i n d e x i n g ,  a n  o l d  o r d e r ,  w h e n  i t  i s  i n  f a c t  i n d e x i n g  n o t h i n g .  T h e  c a r d  c a t a l o g  
i s  e m p t y .  T h e  t e r m s  a r e  o n l y  p o i n t e r s  t o  g h o s t s .  W e  d o n ' t  h a v e  t h e  l i b r a r y ' s  
c o l l e c t i o n ,  n o r  d o  w e  h a v e  t h e  a c t u a l  c a r d s  w i t h  t h e  c a l l  n u m b e r s  a n d  s u b -
j e c t  g u i d e s .  B u t  I  g u e s s  t h e r e  i s  a  b e a u t y  t o  t h e  s t r u c t u r e ,  t h e  e m p t y  v e s s e l  
( I  a m  s p e a k i n g  b o t h  o f  t h e  w o o d e n  s h e l l  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  o r d e r  i t  i m p l i e s )  
s i m p l y ,  i n  i t s e l f ,  t o  w h a t  t h e  f o r m  s t a n d s  f o r .  W h e n  t h e  l i g h t s  a r e  o u t ,  t h e  
p l a s t i c  s h e a t h s  t h a t  c o v e r  t h e  s u b j e c t  h e a d i n g s  r e f l e c t  l i t t l e  b i t s  o f  l i g h t  
f r o m  p a s s i n g  c a r s ;  t h e y  l o o k  l i k e  b u i l d i n g  w i n d o w s  w i t h  t h e  l i g h t s  l e f t  o n  
a l l  n i g h t  b e c a u s e  i t ' s  c h e a p e r  i n  t e r m s  o f  l i g h t  b u l b  l i f e  t o  l e a v e  t h e m  o n  
t h a n  t o  t u r n  t h e m  o f f  a n d  t h e n  b a c k  o n .  
T h i s  i s  a  d e f u n c t  t e c h n o l o g y ,  l i k e  s o  m a n y  g o n e  b e f o r e  i t .  H e r m a n  
H o l l e r i t h ,  t h e  i n v e n t o r  o f  t h e  p u n c h  c a r d ,  u s e d  t h e  c a r d s  o r i g i n a l l y  t o  h e l p  
t a b u l a t e  t h e  1 8 9 0  c e n s u s  a n d  u s e d  f o r  a b o u t  a  s o l i d  c e n t u r y ,  m o s t  o b v i o u s l y  
i n  t h e  o l d  h u g e  r o o m - f i l l i n g  m a i n f r a m e  c o m p u t e r s  a s  a  m e t h o d  o f  g e t t i n g  
p r o g r a m m i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n s  i n t o  t h e  m a c h i n e .  T h e  t e c h n o l o g y  i s  o f  c o u r s e  
h u g e l y  o u t d a t e d  ( t h o u g h  t h e r e  a r e  s t i l l  a  f e w  r e s i d u a l  m a c h i n e s  t h a t  u s e  
t h e m - c e r t a i n l y  s o m e  h o t e l  d o o r  l o c k s  ( E x t e n d e d S t a y A m e r i c a  s t i l l  u s e s  
a  f o r m  o f  t h i s )  a n d  m o s t  f a m o u s l y  v o t i n g  m a c h i n e s  a n d  t h e  2 0 0 0  r e t u r n  
A n d e r  M o n s o n  
5 5  
s6 
to the language of the punch card, the hanging chads, etc.-and they 
still carry on as part of our cultural language and memory: e.g. "do not 
bend, spindle, or mutilate," though I'm sure this too will eventually pass 
out of memory like dead light from distant stars). Steven Lubar of the 
Smithsonian Institution has written a nice cultural history of the punch 
card (this can be found online through Google-the technology of the 
extending moment-easily enough). The punch card-1 have a stack of 
these, found at a sale at Michigan Technological University, when I was 
younger-is very pleasing in its antiquity and in the forward-thinking-ness 
of the technology (think the 1960s conception of space and the future-all 
this great and steely optimism).The punch card is a form that still carries 
some minor information (for those who know how to read it, certainly), 
but also describes an emptiness-another index to another set of ghosts. 
It is a ghost now of a higher order. 
a 
The other stream that leads into my love of bathing is the Finnish tradi-
tion of the sauna (pronounced sow-na, the pig, not saw-na, the tool, by 
the Finns, meaning mostly my Finns, meaning those who emigrated from 
Finland to Michigan's Upper Peninsula in the nineteenth century, meaning 
those in my parents' town of Hancock, where many speak both languages). 
My parents have a sauna in both their cabin on the lake (Superior, of course: 
why settle for less?) and in the basement of their house. Nearly all my 
relatives had saunas when I grew up. They were places of refuge from the 
cold weather, arguably useful in healing and wellness, as well as bastions of 
a creepy sort (I thought at the time) of unfortunate family nakedness.As of 
1997, there were nearly as many saunas in Finland as cars.The sauna-and 
I mean the traditional sauna when I say this, though I can't think of many 
real innovations in sauna technology that have caught on-is an exercise 
in tradition, in the old form.The proper sauna still heats rocks taken from 
Lake Superior-very old forms, these stones, indeed. 
a 
This is the stream that runs behind the farmhouse in which I grew up. 
Brook trout are found in streams like this, as are various types of occasional 
perch, water striders, and many bits of the old wrecks (the barn, abandoned 
cars, wooden doors and other hardware deposited randomly into water 
and then forgotten). In other parts of the country, you might hear about 
bodies being found in streams like this. Technically, it is a creek or crick. 
It is on no map. In the summer it barely creeps by the beds of forget-me-
nots in the backyard. l1 
can still see it moving 
same material beneath 
foam and goodness. W 
its meandering from tt 
Lake, just off our prop 
dams, fun: all good om 
I think of it in terms o 
remember it (doubtless! 
also interested me, and 
up on any maps-thos( 
and the motion out fro 
of its form (and the way 
away from water, even r 
I spent in Iowa felt str: 
miles; only a reservoir c 
false. This is what happ 
I have an attachment tc 
around one. Imagine tha 
schooners, sailboats, or 1 
My memories offer 
more a mass, morass of 1 
They find their way into 
not know. I do not wan 
first book, Other Electri 
obsessions, the things I 
weather, snow, blood, bro, 
Interestingly not much 
lake. I thought about doi 
default-a sort of concm 
see. (You can see an expa 
index, "Index for X and tl 
can be useful in defusing 
Are other writers diffen 
this? I don't know. I hop 
Our first and last form, t" 
left) is an interesting on( 
tape marks left behind ir 
where the body last cam 
;  c h a d s ,  e t c . - a n d  t h e y  
d  m e m o r y :  e . g .  " d o  n o t  
t o o  w i l l  e v e n t u a l l y  p a s s  
; ) .  S t e v e n  L u b a r  o f  t h e  
· a l  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  p u n c h  
- t h e  t e c h n o l o g y  o f  t h e  
: a r d - 1  h a v e  a  s t a c k  o f  
U n i v e r s i t y ,  w h e n  I  w a s  
: f o r w a r d - t h i n k i n g - n e s s  
J a c e  a n d  t h e  f u t u r e - a l l  
a  f o r m  t h a t  s t i l l  c a r r i e s  
l W  t o  r e a d  i t ,  c e r t a i n l y ) ,  
o  a n o t h e r  s e t  o f  g h o s t s .  
1 g  i s  t h e  F i n n i s h  t r a d i -
o t  s a w - n a ,  t h e  t o o l ,  b y  
s e  w h o  e m i g r a t e d  f r o m  
e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  m e a n i n g  
· s p e a k  b o t h  l a n g u a g e s ) .  
a k e  ( S u p e r i o r ,  o f  c o u r s e :  
r  h o u s e .  N e a r l y  a l l  m y  
a c e s  o f  r e f u g e  f r o m  t h e  
s s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  b a s t i o n s  o f  
f a m i l y  n a k e d n e s s .  A s  o f  
t s  c a r s . T h e  s a u n a - a n d  
; h I  c a n ' t  t h i n k  o f  m a n y  
1 g h t  o n - i s  a n  e x e r c i s e  
h e a t s  r o c k s  t a k e n  f r o m  
: e d .  
; e  i n  w h i c h  I  g r e w  u p .  
1 o u s  t y p e s  o f  o c c a s i o n a l  
: s  ( t h e  b a r n ,  a b a n d o n e d  
i  r a n d o m l y  i n t o  w a t e r  
y o u  m i g h t  h e a r  a b o u t  
y ,  i t  i s  a  c r e e k  o r  c r i c k .  
t h e  b e d s  o f  f o r g e t - m e -
n o t s  i n  t h e  b a c k y a r d .  I n  t h e  w i n t e r  i t  i s  h i d d e n  b e n e a t h  t h e  i c e ,  b u t  y o u  
c a n  s t i l l  s e e  i t  m o v i n g  ( a  f o r m  a n d  y e t  n o t  a  f o r m - o r  o n e  f o r m  o f  t h e  
s a m e  m a t e r i a l  b e n e a t h  a n o t h e r ) .  I n  t h e  s p r i n g  i t  i s  a l l  r u s h  a n d  b l i t z  a n d  
f o a m  a n d  g o o d n e s s .  W h e n  I  w a s  a  k i d ,  I  w a s  f a s c i n a t e d  w i t h  i t - b o t h  i n  
i t s  m e a n d e r i n g  f r o m  t h e  s o u r c e  d o w n  t o  w h e r e  i t  e m p t i e d  i n t o  P o r t a g e  
L a k e ,  j u s t  o f f  o u r  p r o p e r t y .  I  l i k e d  i t  f o r  t h e  u s u a l  r e a s o n s - f i s h ,  b u g s ,  
d a m s ,  f u n :  a l l  g o o d  o n e - s y l l a b l e  w o r d s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  b o y s  l i k e  m e .  N o w  
I  t h i n k  o f  i t  i n  t e r m s  o f  t e r m s  l i k e  f o r m  a n d  m o t i o n ,  b o t h  i t s  f o r m  a s  I  
r e m e m b e r  i t  ( d o u b t l e s s l y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  a c t u a l ,  t h o u g h  t h e  a c t u a l  f o r m  
a l s o  i n t e r e s t e d  m e ,  a n d  I  d o  r e m e m b e r  m y  a n n o y a n c e  a t  i t  n o t  s h o w i n g  
u p  o n  a n y  m a p s - t h o s e  i n d e x e s  t o  t h e  g e o l o g y  a n d  t o p o l o g y  o f  t h i n g s )  
a n d  t h e  m o t i o n  o u t  f r o m  m y  c h i l d h o o d  t o  m y  m e m o r y ,  t o  m y  m e m o r y  
o f  i t s  f o r m  ( a n d  t h e  w a y  i n  w h i c h  t h e  c r i c k  f o r m e d  m e ) .  I  d o n ' t  l i k e  l i v i n g  
a w a y  f r o m  w a t e r ,  e v e n  n o w .  I ' m  n o t  d e s p e r a t e  f o r  i t ,  b u t  t h e  c o u p l e  y e a r s  
I  s p e n t  i n  I o w a  f e l t  s t r a n g e  t o  m e - n o  n a t u r a l  l a k e s  w i t h i n  a  h u n d r e d  
m i l e s ;  o n l y  a  r e s e r v o i r  c l o s e  t o  D e s  M o i n e s ,  t h a t  f e l t  s o  u t t e r l y  f o r c e d ,  s o  
f a l s e .  T h i s  i s  w h a t  h a p p e n s  w h e n  w e  t r y  t o  c r e a t e  a  l a k e  o u t  o f  n o t h i n g .  
I  h a v e  a n  a t t a c h m e n t  t o  t h e  f o r m  o f  t h e  c r i c k ,  i f  o n l y  b e c a u s e  I  g r e w  u p  
a r o u n d  o n e .  I m a g i n e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  h o w  t h o s e  l i t e r a l l y  r a i s e d  o n  t h e  w a t e r - o n  
s c h o o n e r s ,  s a i l b o a t s ,  o r  h o u s e b o a t s - m u s t  f e e l .  
M y  m e m o r i e s  o f f e r  u p  f o r m  f r o m  f o r m l e s s n e s s - c e r t a i n l y  t h e y  a r e  
m o r e  a  m a s s ,  m o r a s s  o f  t h i n g s  t h a n  a  t o y b o x  o f  s p e c i f i c  c h i l d h o o d  f o r m s .  
T h e y  f i n d  t h e i r  w a y  i n t o  m y  w r i t i n g .  I s  t h i s  a  B a d  T h i n g ,  I  t h i n k ,  a n d  d o  
n o t  k n o w .  I  d o  n o t  w a n t  t o  b e  a  s l a v e  t o  m y  o b s e s s i o n s .  I n  i n d e x i n g  m y  
f i r s t  b o o k ,  O t h e r  E l e c t r i c i t i e s  ( w h i c h  w a s  q u i t e  a  p l e a s u r e  i n  i t s e l f ) ,  m y  
o b s e s s i o n s ,  t h e  t h i n g s  I  c o n s t a n t l y  w o r r i e d  a g a i n s t ,  b e c a m e  t o o  o b v i o u s :  
w e a t h e r ,  s n o w ,  b l o o d ,  b r o t h e r ,  b a r n ,  m u r d e r , f a t h e r ,  a n d  r a d i o ,  a m o n g  t h e m .  
I n t e r e s t i n g l y  n o t  m u c h  a b o u t  t h e  c r i c k ,  b u t  t h e r e  w a s  m u c h  a b o u t  t h e  
l a k e .  I  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  d o i n g  a  c o n c o r d a n c e  ( a n d  i n  a  w a y ,  t h e  i n d e x  i s - b y  
d e f a u l t - a  s o r t  o f  c o n c o r d a n c e  o f  i d e a s  a n d  c h a r a c t e r s )  o f  t h e  b o o k  j u s t  t o  
s e e .  ( Y o u  c a n  s e e  a n  e x p a n d e d ,  s p e c u l a t i v e  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  O t h e r  E l e c t r i c i t i e s  
i n d e x ,  " I n d e x  f o r  X  a n d  t h e  O r i g i n  o f  F i r e s , "  e a r l i e r  i n  t h i s  b o o k . )  A n  i n d e x  
c a n  b e  u s e f u l  i n  d e f u s i n g  o r  a t  l e a s t  a d d r e s s i n g  o n e ' s  o w n  w r i t e r l y  t i c s ,  t o o .  
A r e  o t h e r  w r i t e r s  d i f f e r e n t - l e s s  f i x a t e d ,  l e s s  f o c u s e d ,  l e s s  s t u c k - t h a n  
t h i s ?  I  d o n ' t  k n o w .  I  h o p e  s o .  
a  
O u r  f i r s t  a n d  l a s t  f o r m ,  t h e  f o r m  o f  t h e  b o d y  ( s e e  a l s o  c o r p s e ,  s e e  w h a t e v e r ' s  
l e f t )  i s  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  o n e .  W h e n  s o m e o n e ' s  k i l l e d ,  y o u  u s e d  t o  s e e  t h o s e  
t a p e  m a r k s  l e f t  b e h i n d  i n  t h e  s h a p e  o f  t h e  b o d y ,  a  m a r k e r  o r  a n  i n d e x  t o  
w h e r e  t h e  b o d y  l a s t  c a m e  t o  r e s t .  A n  o u t l i n e  o f  a  g h o s t .  ( M a y b e  t h i s  i s  
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an outdated technology, replaced by digital cameras and computer-aided 
drafting, because they don't show it on CSI or Law and Order.) I came to 
the body late. I came to crime fiction late. I came to mystery stories late. 
But I came nevertheless. There is always a body. There is usually a woman. 
There is something to be uncovered. Bodies are found in lakes, under long 
winter snow, walled up in houses like dead cats, and certainly on televi-
sion, which is obsessed with bodies. The media, obsessed with bodies 
(both alive and dead). Look, there's Mary Kate and Ashley Olsen, at least 
one of whom is almost disappearing in the light! Look: there are the hot 
twins! So says the male world's creepy erotic fascination with them. The 
only thing better than a body is two bodies that are pretty much the same 
(one imagines). And the only thing better than sexy twin bodies are dead 
twin bodies-still glamorous and desirable but now gone so far remote, 
now the object of a different sort of fascination. 
a 
This is my mother's body, a topic I do not often write about but always 
write around. It is like a white taped-off form on the floor of my mind, 
if my mind can be said to have a floor. It is photographed and filed way 
back there. 
a 
A recurring theme in my imagination, and certainly in my literary imagina-
tion, is armless ness, amputation: the attenuation of the body due to accident 
or illness, or the defects caused by birth. Put simply, there is something 
fascinating about armlessness.There's a great passage in Dickey's Deliver-
ance about the options for accidents on the rural farm. Armlessness is not 
purely rural, but certainly the varieties of farm machinery offer up ways 
for the inattentive to lose their digits, hands, or feet, or limbs entirely. (Of 
course there's plenty of this action to go around, as seen in the slaughter-
houses, as seen on the assembly lines of my dear Michigan's automotive 
industry-this is hardly the province of the provincial.) Still, when I lived 
in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, I felt surrounded by armlessness.There were so 
many missing limbs. I made midnight ventures to the frenzied zombies 
who work at Super Wal-Mart there (an ex-girlfriend was even flashed at 
2 a.m. in the parking lot while I was getting the car, a shocking experi-
ence which I didn't even get to witness first-hand. Who would think that 
the sudden exposure of the body to another body would be so shocking 
and invasive? But it is). It was impossible to get out of the store without 
a half-hour wait in the 
plain Southern slownes 
woman. She was as effie: 
considering her amput; 
for Wal-Mart employe 
electronics departmen: 
type guy-the whole sh 
everything-who short] 
ics section and stoppec 
Michigan, whoop who< 
to do the Wal-Mart ch( 
bodies lined up and sho1 
a checker, I worked towa 
our errors, even having ; 
made; how did those la< 
this is what the checker 
of the laser scanner. Thi 
inscribes them on a form 
we-Tetris-style-fit th 
worth doing a job efficie 
This is the body of my a 
in a bunch of my work 
centrally. I don't know 
don't have any amputatic 
suffer from amputee ide 
(which is currently tryin 
other aspiring conditiom 
involved in Biometrics r 
an amputee. This desire 
attempted self-amputatic 
a surgeon conduct a voh 
'cure' their condition. In< 
core identity is as an amp 
cal configuration with th 
plagues their lives." 
I am fascinated with 
much more invasive boc 
way to getting a piercing, 
of anything that wouldn' 
r a s  a n d  c o m p u t e r - a i d e d  
w a n d  O r d e r . )  I  c a m e  t o  
:  t o  m y s t e r y  s t o r i e s  l a t e .  
n e r e  i s  u s u a l l y  a  w o m a n .  
u n d  i n  l a k e s ,  u n d e r  l o n g  
a n d  c e r t a i n l y  o n  t e l e v i -
L ,  o b s e s s e d  w i t h  b o d i e s  
d  A s h l e y  O l s e n ,  a t  l e a s t  
L o o k :  t h e r e  a r e  t h e  h o t  
: i n a t i o n  w i t h  t h e m .  T h e  
e  p r e t t y  m u c h  t h e  s a m e  
x y  t w i n  b o d i e s  a r e  d e a d  
. o w  g o n e  s o  f a r  r e m o t e ,  
w r i t e  a b o u t  b u t  a l w a y s  
1  t h e  f l o o r  o f  m y  m i n d ,  
J g r a p h e d  a n d  f i l e d  w a y  
r  i n  m y  l i t e r a r y  i m a g i n a -
t h e  b o d y  d u e  t o  a c c i d e n t  
L p l y ,  t h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  
1 g e  i n  D i c k e y ' s  D e l i v e r -
a r m .  A r m l e s s n e s s  i s  n o t  
t a c h i n e r y  o f f e r  u p  w a y s  
~t, o r  l i m b s  e n t i r e l y .  ( O f  
. s  s e e n  i n  t h e  s l a u g h t e r -
M i c h i g a n ' s  a u t o m o t i v e  
t c i a l . )  S t i l l ,  w h e n  I  l i v e d  
t l e s s n e s s .  T h e r e  w e r e  s o  
o  t h e  f r e n z i e d  z o m b i e s  
e n d  w a s  e v e n  f l a s h e d  a t  
c a r ,  a  s h o c k i n g  e x p e r i -
.  W h o  w o u l d  t h i n k  t h a t  
v  w o u l d  b e  s o  s h o c k i n g  
m t  o f  t h e  s t o r e  w i t h o u t  
a  h a l f - h o u r  w a i t  i n  t h e  c h e c k o u t  l i n e  d u e  t o  i n a t t e n t i o n  o r  i d i o c y  o r  j u s t  
p l a i n  S o u t h e r n  s l o w n e s s .  M y  f a v o r i t e  a l l - t i m e  c h e c k e r  w a s  a  o n e - a r m e d  
w o m a n .  S h e  w a s  a s  e f f i c i e n t  a s  t h e  c o o l  m a c h i n e  o f  m a t h e m a t i c s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
c o n s i d e r i n g  h e r  a m p u t a t e d  l i m b .  A n d  I  w r i t e  t h i s  w i t h  a  f u l l  s y m p a t h y  
f o r  W a l - M a r t  e m p l o y e e s ,  h a v i n g  w o r k e d  a s  a  c h e c k e r  a n d  t h e n  i n  t h e  
e l e c t r o n i c s  d e p a r t m e n t  ( a l o n g  w i t h  a  v e r y  s e r i o u s  M i c h i g a n - M i l i t i a  
t y p e  g u y - t h e  w h o l e  s h e b a n g :  b l a c k  h e l i c o p t e r s ,  a s s a s s i n a t i o n  p l o t s ,  a n d  
e v e r y t h i n g - w h o  s h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r  b e c a m e  t h e  m a n a g e r  o f  t h e  C o s m e t -
i c s  s e c t i o n  a n d  s t o p p e d  b o t h e r i n g  m e )  i n  t h e  s t o r e  # 2 1 9 2  ( H o u g h t o n ,  
M i c h i g a n ,  w h o o p  w h o o p  w h o o p ,  o r  s o  o u r  c h e e r - w e  d i d  i n  f a c t  h a v e  
t o  d o  t h e  W a l - M a r t  c h e e r  u p o n  o p e n i n g ,  a  p e c u l i a r  r i t u a l  i n d e e d ,  a l l  o u r  
b o d i e s  l i n e d  u p  a n d  s h o u t i n g - w e n t )  f o r  s o m e  t i m e  a f t e r  h i g h  s c h o o l .  A s  
a  c h e c k e r ,  I  w o r k e d  t o w a r d s  e f f i c i e n c y  ( w e  w e r e  r a t e d  b y  o u r  q u i c k n e s s  a n d  
o u r  e r r o r s ,  e v e n  h a v i n g  a  r a t i n g  a n d  a  t o p  t e n  c h e c k e r s  l i s t ,  w h i c h  I  n e v e r  
m a d e ;  h o w  d i d  t h o s e  l a d i e s - a n d  t h e y  w e r e  m o s t l y  l a d i e s - d o  i t ? ) .  A n d  
t h i s  i s  w h a t  t h e  c h e c k e r s  d o :  t h e y  d r a g  t h e  f o r m s  a c r o s s  t h e  g r a t e d  f o r m  
o f  t h e  l a s e r  s c a n n e r .  T h i s  r i n g s  u p  t h e  p r i c e s  a n d  a d d s  t h e m  a l l  t o g e t h e r ,  
i n s c r i b e s  t h e m  o n  a  f o r m  w h i c h  i s  t o r n  o f f  a n d  g i v e n  t o  t h e  c u s t o m e r .  T h e n  
w e - T e t r i s - s t y l e - f i t  t h e m  i n  b a g s  i n  t h e  m o s t  e f f i c i e n t  w a y .  I t  i s  a l w a y s  
w o r t h  d o i n g  a  j o b  e f f i c i e n t l y .  I t  i s ,  a s  w e  s a y ,  g o o d  f o r m .  
a  
T h i s  i s  t h e  b o d y  o f  m y  a r m l e s s  b r o t h e r ,  a  f i c t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r  w h o  a p p e a r s  
i n  a  b u n c h  o f  m y  w o r k ,  o f t e n  o n  t h e  p e r i p h e r y ,  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  m o r e  
c e n t r a l l y .  I  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h e r e  t h i s  c o m e s  f r o m ,  a c t u a l l y ,  c o n s i d e r i n g  I  
d o n ' t  h a v e  a n y  a m p u t a t i o n s  i n  m y  i m m e d i a t e  ( o r  e x t e n d e d )  f a m i l y .  I  d o n ' t  
s u f f e r  f r o m  a m p u t e e  i d e n t i t y  d i s o r d e r .  " I n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h  t h i s  c o n d i t i o n ' '  
( w h i c h  i s  c u r r e n t l y  t r y i n g  t o  m a k e  i t s  w a y  i n t o  t h e  D S M - V l i k e  s o  m a n y  
o t h e r  a s p i r i n g  c o n d i t i o n s )  a c c o r d i n g  t o  D r .  M i c h a e l  B .  F i r s t  ( a  p s y c h i a t r i s t  
i n v o l v e d  i n  B i o m e t r i c s  r e s e a r c h )  " h a v e  a  p r e o c c u p y i n g  d e s i r e  t o  b e c o m e  
a n  a m p u t e e .  T h i s  d e s i r e  i s  s o  s t r o n g  t h a t  a  n u m b e r  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s  h a v e  
a t t e m p t e d  s e l f - a m p u t a t i o n  a n d  a  c o u p l e  h a v e  s u c c e s s f u l l y  a r r a n g e d  t o  h a v e  
a  s u r g e o n  c o n d u c t  a  v o l u n t a r y  a m p u t a t i o n  o f  a  h e a l t h y  l i m b  i n  o r d e r  t o  
' c u r e '  t h e i r  c o n d i t i o n .  I n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h  t h i s  c o n d i t i o n  f e e l  t h a t  t h e i r  t r u e  
c o r e  i d e n t i t y  i s  a s  a n  a m p u t e e .  T h e  s u r g e r y  s e r v e s  t o  m a t c h  t h e i r  a n a t o m i -
c a l  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  w i t h  t h e i r  t r u e  s e l v e s ,  t h u s  e l i m i n a t i n g  t h e  c o n f l i c t  t h a t  
p l a g u e s  t h e i r  l i v e s . "  
I  a m  f a s c i n a t e d  w i t h  t h i s  c o n d i t i o n - t h e  d e s i r e  t o  t r i m  o f f  a  l i m b ,  a  
m u c h  m o r e  i n v a s i v e  b o d y  m o d i f i c a t i o n  p r o j e c t  ( I  c o u l d  n e v e r  f i n d  m y  
w a y  t o  g e t t i n g  a  p i e r c i n g ,  o r  e v e n  a  t a t t o o - p a r t i a l l y  s i n c e  I  c o u l d n ' t  t h i n k  
o f  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  w o u l d n ' t  s e e m  s t u p i d  l a t e r ) .  D o i n g  t h i s  i s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  
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display of bodily control. A friend told me about this guy who works at 
Jimmy John's, a sub chain, in Grand Rapids, who has the whole great 
lakes tattooed on his back. That is good use of the body's form. I could 
see getting that tattoo done. 
Still, the idea of armlessness-or that brand ofhelplessness that it signi-
fies to me, at least literarily (though I don't want to glorifY or romanticize 
it, nor does armlessness equal helplessness ... obviously)-is massively 
appealing. It's grotesque (think Flannery O'Connor, think Freakshow, 
think Geek Love) and disconcerting in a real and non-dull way. I don't know 
exactly what it means to me, in my work or in my dreams, but the viola-
tion of the body's form (a form which I don't hold as high as some-some 
human bodies are beautiful, but I don't hold them all as sacred, nor do 
those suffering from amputee identity disorder) is something that ties 
in here-a physical innovation if nothing else. The operation of force, of 
sometimes massive trauma, when applied to the body, the original form. 
It is something new and disconcerting, something exterior to ourselves 
and near-inevitable, a sort of warning, that gives me pause. 
Is armlessness related to formlessness, and if so, how so? Explain. 
I haven't had to explain my fictional brother's armless ness to my actual 
brother yet, as he hasn't asked me about this portion of the book. Does 
he feel an itch in his phantom arm at night, I wonder, this fictional arm 
laying on the floor of the story. This is the problem of writing and the 
family. Not a new one, I know, but still a problem, nevertheless. There is 
certainly a slim scrim separating the faux-brother from the real brother, 
and a couple arms there to boot. Arm and form are a nice slant rhyme. 
This is one connection. I know that there are others. Armless ness is a lack 
of control, a lack of ability to shape things with one's hands. 
I thought I might lose my arm three years ago, when I lived in Ala-
bama without medical insurance, and I found the lump on my left arm 
(right around the bicep) slowly increasing in size. It went from the size 
of a seed to a pea to an eye. At this point, I had it surgically removed. It 
turned out to be benign, but while I waited for the biopsy results, it was 
a possibility that crossed my mind, a gruesome irony, that I might soon 
find out what it actually meant to be armless after writing about it. There 
is the word cancer, the nameless, formless killer, which my mother had. 
Cancer provokes a dread in me that has no form, though it has a root in 
my genetics, in my mother's final story. It is maybe the single most modern 
way to die, and I thought that it might be meant for me. (It may still be 
meant for me, though not quite yet.) 
ll 
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t  t h i s  g u y  w h o  w o r k s  a t  
h o  h a s  t h e  w h o l e  g r e a t  
: h e  b o d y ' s  f o r m .  I  c o u l d  
i l e l p l e s s n e s s  t h a t  i t  s i g n i -
t o  g l o r i f Y  o r  r o m a n t i c i z e  
b v i o u s l y ) - i s  m a s s i v e l y  
' n n o r ,  t h i n k  F r e a k s h o w ,  
m - d u l l  w a y .  I  d o n ' t  k n o w  
y  d r e a m s ,  b u t  t h e  v i o l a -
1  a s  h i g h  a s  s o m e - s o m e  
~m a l l  a s  s a c r e d ,  n o r  d o  
)  i s  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  t i e s  
i l e  o p e r a t i o n  o f  f o r c e ,  o f  
b o d y ,  t h e  o r i g i n a l  f o r m .  
n g  e x t e r i o r  t o  o u r s e l v e s  
m e  p a u s e .  
s o ,  h o w  s o ?  E x p l a i n .  
1 r m l e s s n e s s  t o  m y  a c t u a l  
r t i o n  o f  t h e  b o o k .  D o e s  
: m d e r ,  t h i s  f i c t i o n a l  a r m  
• l e m  o f  w r i t i n g  a n d  t h e  
n ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s .  T h e r e  i s  
: r  f r o m  t h e  r e a l  b r o t h e r ,  
a r e  a  n i c e  s l a n t  r h y m e .  
: r s .  A r m l e s s n e s s  i s  a  l a c k  
m e ' s  h a n d s .  
~o, w h e n  I  l i v e d  i n  A l a -
l e  l u m p  o n  m y  l e f t  a r m  
e .  I t  w e n t  f r o m  t h e  s i z e  
i t  s u r g i c a l l y  r e m o v e d .  I t  
h e  b i o p s y  r e s u l t s ,  i t  w a s  
r o n y ,  t h a t  I  m i g h t  s o o n  
r  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  i t .  T h e r e  
w h i c h  m y  m o t h e r  h a d .  
,  t h o u g h  i t  h a s  a  r o o t  i n  
t h e  s i n g l e  m o s t  m o d e r n  
·  f o r  m e .  ( I t  m a y  s t i l l  b e  
T h i s  i s  t h e  b o d y  o f  w a t e r  t h a t  m e a n s  t h e  m o s t  t o  m e :  S u p e r i o r .  ( O d d  t o  
t h i n k  o f  t h a t  c o n s t r u c t i o n  a t  a l l ,  o f  w a t e r  a s  b o d y . )  T h i s  i s  t h e  b o d y  t h a t  m y  
f a t h e r ' s  f a t h e r  u s e d  t o  f e r r y  l o a d s  a c r o s s .  H e  w a s  c a p t a i n  o f ,  a m o n g  o t h e r s ,  
t h e  b o a t s  S t r a i t s  i f  M a c k i n a c ,  1 9 2 8 ,  c a p a c i t y  o f  5 6  v e h i c l e s ,  a n d  t h e  C i t y  i f  
P e t o s k e y ,  1 9 4 0 ,  c a p a c i t y  o f  1 0 5  v e h i c l e s - h u g e  b o d i e s  i n  t h e m s e l v e s .  W e  
c a l l  t h e m  ( b o a t s ,  c a r s )  s h e .  W e  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e m  i n  t h e i r  c a p a c i t y  t o  b e a r  
l o a d s .  H i s  b o d y  a n d  m y  g r a n d m o t h e r ' s  b o d y  b r o u g h t  m y  f a t h e r  i n t o  t h e  
w o r l d  i n  1 9 4 5 ,  t w e l v e  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  e r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  M a c k i n a c  B r i d g e .  
M y  g r a n d f a t h e r ' s  b o d y  i s  a  b o d y  I  n e v e r  g r e w  t o  k n o w  ( h e  d i e d  b e f o r e  
I  w a s  b o r n ) .  A l l  t h e s e  b o d i e s - t h e s e  f o r m s - a r e  l a i d  d o w n  i n  t h e  p a s t .  
T h e y  l i e  b e n e a t h  m e  l i k e  t h o s e  d e a d  i n  t h e  m i n e s .  T h o s e  w h o s e  b o d i e s  
w e r e  n e v e r  r e c o v e r e d .  T h o s e  w h o  d i e d  i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  M a c k i n a c  
B r i d g e  ( w h o  f e l l  a  t h o u s a n d  f e e t  i n t o  w e t  c o n c r e t e ,  o r  s u f f e r e d  o t h e r  a w f u l  
f a t e s  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  c i v i c  o r  f i n a n c i a l  p r o g r e s s ,  i n n o v a t i o n ) ,  t h e  b r i d g e  
t h a t  p u t  m y  f a t h e r ' s  f a t h e r  o u t  o f  b u s i n e s s .  I  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  h e  d i d  a f t e r  
i t  ( i t s e l f  a  m a s s i v e - a n d  c e r t a i n l y  i m p r e s s i v e  f o r m )  w a s  e r e c t e d ,  o p e n i n g  
t o  t r a f f i c  o n  N o v e m b e r  1 ,  1 9 5 7 ,  m a k i n g  t h e  f e r r y  b o a t ,  h i s  t e c h n o l o g y ,  h i s  
l i v e l i h o o d ,  o u t d a t e d ,  o b s o l e t e .  
T h e  b o d y  o f  S u p e r i o r  h o l d s  m a n y  o f  t h e  w r e c k s  o f  b o a t s - s o m e  s u n k  
i n t e n t i o n a l l y  a s  w r e c k s  d e s i g n e d  f o r  d i v e r s ,  s o m e  s u n k  i n  b a d  w e a t h e r ,  
w i t h o u t  i n t e n t i o n .  I  t h i n k  A d r i e n n e  R i c h .  I  t h i n k  o f  m y  f a t h e r ' s  f a t h e r .  I  
t h i n k  o f  t h e  E d m u n d  F i t z g e r a l d .  
I  l o v e  t h e  w a t e r ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  c o v e r  o v e r ,  t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  i t s  s k i n  ( o d d  t o  
t h i n k  o f  i t  a s  s k i n  b u t  I  d o ,  t h i n k i n g  a l w a y s  b o d y ,  t h i n k i n g  a l w a y s  t h e  r i n d s  
o f  i c e  t h a t  l a y  a t o p  i t  m u c h  o f  t h e  y e a r )  t o  i m m e d i a t e l y  d i s t r i b u t e  t h e  f o r c e  
o f  i m p a c t  a n d  s u b m e r s i o n  o v e r  t h e  w h o l e  s u r f a c e ,  t o  c e a s e  i t s  r i p p l e  a n d  
r e g i s t e r  t h e  e n t r y  n o  m o r e .  I t  s w a l l o w s  u p .  I t  c o n s u m e s  a n d  c o v e r s  o v e r .  I t  
b a r e l y  r e g i s t e r s  o u r  p r e s e n c e .  T h e r e  a r e  t h i n g s  b i g g e r  t h a n  u s .  
T h e r e  a r e  s o  m a n y  b o d i e s .  
T h e y  p i l e  u p  a n d  a r e  c o m p i l e d .  
T h e y  a r e  i n  t h e  s o i l .  T h e y  w i l l  e v e n t u a l l y  b e c o m e  o i l  o r  c o a l  i f  c o m -
p r e s s e d  e n o u g h .  I f  w e  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e m  e n o u g h ,  t h e i r  f o r m s  a r e  s o m e h o w  
w i t h  u s ,  h o v e r i n g  i n  m e m o r y  a r o u n d  u s .  
a  
I  a d m i r e  t h o s e  w h o  c a n  c o n t r o l  t h e i r  b o d i e s ,  c o n t r o l  t h e  i n f l a t i o n  o r  d e f l . a -
t i o n  o f  t h e i r  f o r m .  R e a d i n g  a b o u t  a c t o r s  g a i n i n g  o r  l o s i n g  6 0  p o u n d s  f o r  
a  r o l e ,  I  f i n d  t h i s  n e a r l y  u n b e l i e v a b l e .  ( M y  b r o t h e r  i s  g o o d  a t  t h i s - h i s  
k e n  f o r  c o n t r o l  p r o b a b l y ;  a t  t i m e s  h e  i s  o b s e s s i v e  w h e n  h e  w o r k s  o u t ,  a t  
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least that is when he has the time in his life to do it, fluctuating forty 
pounds down or up; he quit smoking several years ago after years of it, 
years of smoking while chewing tobacco while wearing the patch. This 
is a serious craving for nicotine we're talking about, but one day he just 
quit completely, impressing me-l can't quit anything once I've started 
it.) Probably this all is because I enjoy food. A certain amount of gluttony 
goes down well with me. It might be a lack of self-control, or an enjoyment 
of muchness. I like what the world has to offer my belly. Even more than 
food, I like-am perhaps obsessed with-beverages. Maybe this is an oral 
fixation. Or a continuation of my interest in flow control, in fluid dynam-
ics, in water. But I like nearly any beverage. My caloric intake consists of 
more beverages than nutritionists would likely recommend. Alcoholic or 
not-there is a pleasure in the sip, the gulp, the effervescence, the color 
in the glass. I require both juice and coffee in the morning, Coke or Diet 
Coke (sometimes Fresca) throughout the day. Possibly substitute mineral 
water, which those on the east coast call seltzer. 
a 
This is my body, allegedly 70o/o water, in the bath, displacing water equal 
to my mass. For someone who as interested in water as I evidently am, 
I don't like drinking it much, at least water unmodified by carbonation, 
or sugar, hops, aspartame, or Splenda. I can't bear to drink straight water 
with a meal. Of course I drink it after exercise, and reasonably otherwise 
throughout the day, but this is more out of obligation and an awareness 
of necessity than enjoyment. 
These are the teeth part of my body. As you know, I am concerned 
about the state of them. My teeth have been problems for years (see the 
"On Fragments" essay for more on this).They are ground down without 
my knowledge in the night. My cross-bite makes me a grotesque, a sort 
of aberration. 
I had thought-until the Chick-Fil-A incident (see its earlier explo-
ration in "Fragments")-that my teeth were a hard form, that they were 
nearly unstoppable, that they were bigger than God or the humongous 
fungus (a lichen, the biggest contiguous living organism on the planet, in 
Upper Michigan). Evidently they are not. The body-the first and most 
important form, the reason why amputation, body mutilation, birth defects, 
the tradition of the aberration, horrifY and consume us, as it's genetically 
in us, I guess, to abhor the butchering of the form-eventually betrays us. 
This is one of many stories that comes with age. 
It must also be in us to experiment with form, with the body, with what 
it does or can be made to do. It is in this way like language, like alphabetical 
order, like my card cat: 
bodies stacked up on 1 
on our every thought. 
There are bodies-< 
signs for people and th 
and surrounding us. 1h 
to water, finally away fr 
ball to drop to signifY 1 
be toasts and toasts anc 
the mouth, the gateway 
ing slowly up to shore. 
upon it, to record its fo1 
is as good an ending p< 
as the fear of a final de, 
in form-we go from ' 
thinking).Think that th 
always works, that form 
the wall, a finger in the 
constant plugging of th 
are shaped and we are f 
•  d o  i t ,  f l u c t u a t i n g  f o r t y  
a r s  a g o  a f t e r  y e a r s  o f  i t ,  
w e a r i n g  t h e  p a t c h .  T h i s  
o u t ,  b u t  o n e  d a y  h e  j u s t  
y t h i n g  o n c e  I ' v e  s t a r t e d  
t a i n  a m o u n t  o f  g l u t t o n y  
c o n t r o l ,  o r  a n  e n j o y m e n t  
t y  b e l l y .  E v e n  m o r e  t h a n  
; e s .  M a y b e  t h i s  i s  a n  o r a l  
c o n t r o l ,  i n  f l u i d  d y n a m -
: a l o r i c  i n t a k e  c o n s i s t s  o f  
c o m m e n d .  A l c o h o l i c  o r  
e f f e r v e s c e n c e ,  t h e  c o l o r  
m o r n i n g ,  C o k e  o r  D i e t  
s s i b l y  s u b s t i t u t e  m i n e r a l  
,  d i s p l a c i n g  w a t e r  e q u a l  
v a t e r  a s  I  e v i d e n t l y  a m ,  
o d i f i e d  b y  c a r b o n a t i o n ,  
·  t o  d r i n k  s t r a i g h t  w a t e r  
t d  r e a s o n a b l y  o t h e r w i s e  
a t i o n  a n d  a n  a w a r e n e s s  
k n o w ,  I  a m  c o n c e r n e d  
b l e m s  f o r  y e a r s  ( s e e  t h e  
~ground d o w n  w i t h o u t  
;  m e  a  g r o t e s q u e ,  a  s o r t  
1 t  ( s e e  i t s  e a r l i e r  e x p l o -
r d  f o r m ,  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  
} o d  o r  t h e  h u m o n g o u s  
; a n i s m  o n  t h e  p l a n e t ,  i n  
• d y - t h e  f i r s t  a n d  m o s t  
n u t i l a t i o n ,  b i r t h  d e f e c t s ,  
n e  u s ,  a s  i t ' s  g e n e t i c a l l y  
- e v e n t u a l l y  b e t r a y s  u s .  
r i t h  t h e  b o d y ,  w i t h  w h a t  
t g u a g e ,  l i k e  a l p h a b e t i c a l  
o r d e r ,  l i k e  m y  c a r d  c a t a l o g ,  l i k e  s e x ,  l i k e  n a r r a t i v e ,  l i k e  p h y s i c s - a l l  t h e s e  
b o d i e s  s t a c k e d  u p  o n  t o p  o f  u s  l i k e  a t m o s p h e r i c  p r e s s u r e ,  b e a r i n g  d o w n  
o n  o u r  e v e r y  t h o u g h t .  
T h e r e  a r e  b o d i e s - o r  g h o s t s ,  t h e  f o r m s  o f  b o d i e s  w i t h o u t  t h e  c o n t e n t ,  
s i g n s  f o r  p e o p l e  a n d  t h i n g s  t h a t  h a v e  e v a p o r a t e d  y e a r s  b e f o r e - b e h i n d  u s  
a n d  s u r r o u n d i n g  u s .  T h e y  w a i t  f o r  o u r  i n e v i t a b l e  d e c a y  a n d  e r o s i o n  d o w n  
t o  w a t e r ,  f i n a l l y  a w a y  f r o m  f o r m .  I  s t a n d  i n  c r o w d s  a t  n i g h t  w a i t i n g  f o r  t h e  
b a l l  t o  d r o p  t o  s i g n i f Y  t h e  c o m i n g  o f  o n e  m o r e  n e w  y e a r .  T h e r e  w i l l  s o o n  
b e  t o a s t s  a n d  t o a s t s  a n d  c h e e r s .  M a n y  b e v e r a g e s  t o  d r i n k ,  t o  p a s s  t h r o u g h  
t h e  m o u t h ,  t h e  g a t e w a y  t o  t h e  b o d y .  T h e r e  i s  t h a t  b o d y  i n  t h e  w a t e r ,  w a s h -
i n g  s l o w l y  u p  t o  s h o r e .  I t  i s  w a i t i n g  f o r  t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  c a m e r a s  t o  c o m e  
u p o n  i t ,  t o  r e c o r d  i t s  f o r m  o n  f i l m ,  i n  b i t s ,  i n  e v e r l a s t i n g  l i g h t .  M a y b e  t h i s  
i s  a s  g o o d  a n  e n d i n g  p o i n t  a s  a n y .  T h i n k  f e a r  o f  d e a t h  a s  f e a r  o f  e n t r o p y ,  
a s  t h e  f e a r  o f  a  f i n a l  d e c o m p o s i t i o n ,  f o r m l e s s n e s s  ( o r  a t  l e a s t  a  f i n a l  s h i f t  
i n  f o r m - w e  g o  f r o m  o n e  t o  n o n e ,  o r  o n e  t o  m a n y ,  d e p e n d i n g  o n  y o u r  
t h i n k i n g ) .  T h i n k  t h a t  t h i s  i s  h o w  t h e  p h y s i c a l  l a w s  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e  t e l l  u s  i t  
a l w a y s  w o r k s ,  t h a t  f o r m  r e q u i r e s  a  c o n s t a n t  e f f o r t ,  a  c o n t i n u a l  p u s h  a g a i n s t  
t h e  w a l l ,  a  f i n g e r  i n  t h e  d i k e ,  a n d  t h u s  b y  t h i s  p u s h  a g a i n s t  t h e  w a l l ,  t h i s  
c o n s t a n t  p l u g g i n g  o f  t h e  h o l e ,  t h e  s w e l l s ,  o u r  s h e l t e r  f r o m  t h e  s q u a l l ,  w e  
a r e  s h a p e d  a n d  w e  a r e  f i n a l l y - s o r t  o f - s a v e d ,  i f  n o t  l o v e d .  
A n d e r  M o n s o n  
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